Oxytocin modulates social interaction but is not essential for sexual behavior in male mice.
Recently, several studies have shown different conclusions regarding the effect of oxytocin (OT) on the social behaviors of male mice. Most of these studies used exogenous OT, but currently, investigations of the neural bases of social behavior are increasingly employing gene inactivation. This study aimed to analyze the role of OT in the modulation of social behaviors (i.e., sexual and social interaction behaviors) in male mice with selective deletions of the OT gene (OTKO) and the influence of this deletion in basal vasopressin (AVP) plasma concentrations. Our results showed that in the social interaction test, OTKO mice exhibited lower levels of social behaviors and higher levels of non-social behaviors compared to the wild type (WT) group. Additionally, the OTKO group showed a decrease in the number of agonistic behaviors delivered, and consequently, their dominance score was lower than that of the WT group. In the ethological analysis, the OTKO group had a lower aggressive performance and increased social investigation than the WT group. No significant differences were observed in the sexual behavior between groups. Finally, we found lower AVP plasma concentrations in the OTKO compared with the WT group. In conclusion, our data suggest that OT modulates social investigation behavior and the aggressiveness of male mice. The decrease in AVP concentrations in the OTKO group allows us to infer that AVP is physiologically relevant to these behavioral modulations. However, sexual behaviors do not seem to be affected by the lack of OT or by a decrease in the AVP concentration.